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decided himself to assume the offensive, although he could dispose
only of two divisions, limited to five days' supply. General Wilson,
commanding the Army of the Nile, planned to rupture the enemy's
centre, where a twenty-mile-wide gap existed, and take his forces in
the wing camps in flank and rear. Thanks to our air ascendancy, now
fully established despite our numerical inferiority in machines, the
force was able to cross undetected the space of seventy miles of
open desert separating it from the enemy, and catch him completely
unawares with a dawn attack on December 9. The Italian camps
and their occupants were successively enveloped and obliterated ;
a reinforcing division marching up to the battle area was surprised
and destroyed ; and our vigorous pursuit carried us forward to Sidi
Barrani, which was occupied on December 10. During the brief
pause here, Wavell sent up the 6th Australian Division to replace
the 4th Indian Division, which was dispatched to take part in the
projected offensive against Italian East Africa.
The next achievement of the Army of the Nile was~to capture
Bardia, which, though defended by a garrison of four divisions
behind strong field fortifications, was assaulted and carried on
January 3, 1941, with surprisingly slight resistance and small loss.
The Italian morale had been so gravely impaired that Tobruk fell
into our hands as easily and cheaply as Bardia. The loss of these
two strong places cost the enemy 75,000 prisoners, over 300 tanks
and 700 guns.
The Western Desert Force had now to deal only with a single
division and an armoured group deployed to cover the two
approaches to Benghazi by the coastal road through Derna and
across the desert south of the Jebel Akhdar hills by Mechili.
Administrative constriction had been eased by the capture of the
part of Tobruk and the seizure of considerable stocks of fuel and
supplies. But our armoured strength had been much depleted;
what was left was suffering heavily from wear and tear; and it was
doubtful if it could furnish the additional effort needed for a final
blow even at an enemy so severely weakened. Wavell nevertheless
decided to push his advantage home. Our armoured force drove
the enemy from Mechili and the hostile force at Derna, its flank thus
exposed, fell back hurriedly along the coast road. While the British
armoured force expedited its advance across the desert from
Mechili to cut the hostile line of retreat, the Australians advanced
on Benghazi to drive the enemy into its arms. By great exertions
this ambitious scheme was carried through to success and the
Italian remnant was headed off at Beda Fomm, brought to bay, and
destroyed.
In this brilliantly successful little campaign the Army of the
Nile, which on the day of battle numbered no more than two
divisions, accounted for ten Italian divisions, and at a cost to itself